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ABSTRACT

Throughout history, Jewish Americans have been and continue to be persecuted
for their religion and ethnic identity. Additionally, anti-Semitism has been a rising
problem in recent years. This research seeks to understand how this national issue affects
individuals in a rural community in New England. More broadly, this thesis attempts to
understand how Jews in a rural community in New England experience anti-Semitism.
To conduct this research, a series of interviews were collected in the region and were
subsequently analyzed using a modified version of Grounded Theory. The purpose of this
research is to understand the Jewish experience in a rural community in order
appropriately address the issue of anti-Semitism.
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INTRODUCTION

Anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism have been a source of extreme hardship for Jews
for many years. Anti-Zionism, the belief that the Jewish people do not have the right to
Israel as a homeland, is associated with higher tolerance of anti-Semitism, holding the
Jewish people responsible for the actions of Israel (Anti-Defamation League, 2018). The
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) defines a hate crime as a “criminal offense against
a person or property motivated in whole or in part by an offender’s bias against a race,
religion, disability, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender, or gender identity” (FBI, 2018).
In the United States, Anti-Semitic hate crimes have risen in recent years (Southern
Poverty Law Center, SPLC, 2019). In addition to the proliferation of anti-Semitic beliefs
and hate crimes, Jews continue to be excluded from conversations on diversity and
multicultural education (DME) (Farber & Poleg, 2019; Rubin, 2019). In fact, the
common stereotype of the Jewish people as having inherent privilege or associating with
the Zionist movement excludes Jewish people from DME conversations (Farber & Poleg,
2019).
There are two contributing factors to the exclusion of Jews from DME
discussions. First is that Jews pass as white (Freedman, 2015). Even though Jews are
widely perceived as being white, they have unique ethnic backgrounds, often identifying
as Sephardic or Ashkenazi (Rishon, 2015). Another second contributing factor comes
from the societal perception of Jewish success (Freedman, 2005). Perceptions of class
mobility cause those engaging in DME discussions to believe Jews cannot be
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marginalized, thus removing them from any of these conversations (Rubin, 2019). Jews
are widely seen as having economic success, and therefore not dependent on resources
(Rubin, 2019; Langman, 1995); this creates a competitive nature among minorities with
regard to the severity of their experiences (Rubin, 2019).
Stereotypes of Jews come with harmful effects with respect to inclusion in DME
conversations. With historical anti-Semitic tropes casting Jews as successful and
deceitfully controlling the government and media, the exclusion of Jews from DME
conversations only furthers this stereotype, placing Jews in a perpetual cycle of
oppression (Schraub, 2019). Researchers feel that the Jewish experience is excluded from
DME discussions while anti-Semitism is growing (Schraub, 2019).
This thesis will contribute to the extant literature on the exclusion of Jews from
DME conversations. While researchers have acknowledged the suppression of Jewish
voices from DME conversations (Rubin, 2019; Schraub, 2019), less is known about the
lived experience of exclusion from such conversations. This thesis adds to the existing
literature by examining the lived experiences of members of the Jewish community who
have experienced or perceived exclusion. Specifically, this research examines how Jews
experience erasure, which is defined as a sense of exclusion, from DME discussions and
in general. To understand this experience, this research relies on in-depth interviews with
16 Jewish people from a rural northern New England town. In the following section, I
summarize the extant research on anti-Semitism, Jewish exclusion, and factors that
contribute to the Jewish identity. I next outline prior research on different ways of coping
with or confronting anti-Semitism, which will be used to frame the findings.
2

BACKGROUND

Contemporary Anti-Semitism
Anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism are key components in the experience and
expression of erasure. First, anti-Semitism is defined as beliefs or behaviors that express
hostility toward Jews because of their Judaism and can include political oppression and
stereotypes about Jewish people (ADL, 2017). Second, the ADL defines anti-Zionism as,
“a prejudice against the Jewish movement for self-determination and the right of the
Jewish people to a homeland in the State of Israel” (ADL, 2017). The ADL explains antiZionism “may be motivated by or result in anti-Semitism, or it may create a climate in
which anti-Semitism becomes more acceptable” (ADL, 2017). Hate crimes and related
behavior against Jewish people are outcomes of anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism. The FBI
defines a hate crime as a, “criminal offense against a person or property motivated in
whole or in part by an offender’s bias against a race, religion, disability, sexual
orientation, ethnicity, gender, or gender identity” (FBI, 2018).
Hate crimes against Jews have increased in recent years (FBI, 2018). For
example, the deadliest attack on the Jewish population in the United States occurred at
the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburg in 2018, which was only one of 1,879 antiSemitic incidents that year (Anti-Defamation League, 2018). The Anti-Defamation
League (ADL; 2018) reported a 99% increase in anti-Semitic hate crimes from 2015 to
2018, as well as a 105% increase in anti-Semitic violence in 2018 alone. Similarly, the
SPLC (2018) reported a 7% increase in hate groups from 2017 to 2018, with White
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Nationalist groups increasing by 50 percent (SPLC, 2018). The FBI’s Uniform Crime
Report (UCR) also indicated that, with respect to religious hate crimes, Jews are the most
frequent victims, with 58.1 percent of attacks targeting Jews in 2018 (FBI, 2018).
Researchers have attributed one reason for Donald Trump’s success in the 2016
United States Presidential election to a defense of Christian values in America
(Whitehead, Perry, & Baker, 2017). Throughout Trump’s political campaign, prejudice
was evident toward Mexican-Americans, African-Americans, women, and many other
subcultures of society (Whitehead, Perry, and Baker, 2017). Despite America having
been a nation of immigrants, Christian nationalists strive for a society comprised of
Anglo-Saxon Protestants (Gorski, 2016). Trump made direct references to restoring a
Christian nation throughout his campaign, and his supporters also associated his
candidacy with the creation of a Christian Nation (Whitehead, Perry, and Baker, 2017).
Extremist groups, such as the alt-right embraced Trump, his rhetoric, and his
platform. The alt-right, which is a shortened version of alternative right, is defined as a
subset of white supremacists who reject traditional conservatism in favor of a new form
which embraces racism, anti-Semitism, and the creation of a white, Christian nation
(ADL, 2017). This group believes that acceptance of feminism and diversity caused the
conservative movement to betray their true values (Heikkilä, 2017). Trump specifically
created a pathway for the rise of the alt-right by creating a culture tolerant to antiSemitism (Gorski, 2017). Despite his self-proclaimed support of Israel and a strong
affinity towards Jews, Trump remains loyal to his White Supremacist followers. For
example, he referenced anti-Semitic tropes and disregarded Jewish victims during his
4

2017 Holocaust Remembrance Day statement (Gorski, 2017). Similar to colorblind
racism, this passive form of hate is harder to identify than overt forms of hate (BonillaSilva, 2016).
During Trump’s presidential campaign, many of those who identified themselves
as alt-right publicly supported on social media platforms and identified with his (anti)immigration policies and deemed these policies as favorable to their cause (Heikkilä,
2017). In 2019, the alt-right supported and applauded Trump’s call to send four U.S.
Representatives, all of whom were women of color and American citizens, to their
original countries (despite 3 out of 4 of them having been born in the United States)
(ADL, 2019). Alt-right and neo-Nazi leaders, like Andrew Anglin and Richard Spenser,
responded to this message to show support. For example, Anglin tweeted, “This is the
kind of WHITE NATIONALISM we elected him for” (ADL, 2019).
Despite the focus on the alt-right, which emphasizes anti-Semitic principles,
researchers indicate exclusion also comes from the political left, which emphasized antiZionist principles (Farber & Poleg, 2019). Jews are often associated with Zionism,
regardless of whether or not they share this belief, which can create an anti-Semitic
climate (Daniel, Fyall, & Benderson, 2019). Researchers even indicate that extreme antiZionism is a new form of anti-Semitism (Klug, 2013). The problem of anti-Semitism
grows on the political right, while the political left’s refusal to address anti-Semitism
enables its continual growth (Epstein, 2017). Additionally, anti-Semitism continues to
grow within the alt-right community with the rate of anti-Semitic incidents more than
doubling from 2016 to 2017. (Hayden, 2017). Much of the existing research on anti5

Semitism and Jewish experiences places an emphasis on World War II (Mills, 2020). The
current study seeks to add to the growing body of research on anti-Semitism, while filling
a gap surrounding the contemporary Jewish experience.
Effects and Coping
Anti-Semitic stereotypes and tropes can prevent the inclusion of Jews. Current
literature and multicultural classroom discussions do little to acknowledge the reality of
contemporary anti-Semitism (Rubin, 2017). Researchers suggest that individuals leading
DME conversations believe that Jews do not need to be included in minority discussions
because of their perceived levels of success (Freedman, 2005). However, anti-Semitic
hate crimes are more likely in communities with higher levels of social organization and
economic stability (Mills, 2020). Furthermore, the belief that Jews are successful and do
not need support enforces existing anti-Semitic tropes (Schraub, 2019).
Researchers have also shown a variety of factors can cause Jews to feel like
outsiders (Alper & Olsen, 2011). One of these factors is related to the demographics of a
population. In areas with higher Jewish populations, Jews are less likely to feel excluded
from the general community (Alper & Olsen, 2011). Additionally, anti-Semitic beliefs
are more common in rural communities with low Jewish populations (Smith, 1999). A
study by Alper and Olsen (2011) also found that those with Jewish friends were less
likely to feel erased from the community, having stronger Jewish identities.
Increasing anti-Semitic hate crimes and the minimal–if not absent–discussion
around anti-Semitism can cause members of the Jewish population to feel overlooked,
disrespected, and disregarded (Rubin, 2019). Additionally, living in environments
6

without large Jewish communities makes it difficult to maintain a Jewish identity
(Altman, Inman, Fine, Ritter, & Howard, 2011). Although the concept of a Jewish
identity can be complex, researchers have identified seven key factors contributing to this
identity: attitudes regarding Jews as a whole, similarity between Jews, distinctiveness,
feelings of responsibility, the relationships between participant’s identification with the
Jewish group, self-esteem, and degree of religious practice (Safirstein, 2002).
Researchers suggest it is difficult for Jews to maintain their Jewish identity when the
majority population has little knowledge of Jewish culture (Altman, Inman, Fine, Ritter,
& Howard, 2011). The lack of a strong Jewish identity can create feelings of depression,
shame, and isolation (Rubin, 2019). Regarding political conversations, Jews feel the
Jewish people do not have a voice surrounding anti-Semitism, leaving the discussion only
to those who are not part of the minority group (Schraub, 2019). With respect to this
issue, Schraub (2019) states, “The nation is having a conversation about Jews virtually
impervious to the input of Jews themselves” (para. 31). Additionally, discussions around
anti-Semitic instances such as the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, in which
protestors chanted “Jews will not replace us!,” do not mention Jews as victims (Daniel,
2019). Often, racism in general is mentioned, but Jews are not (Daniel, 2019). Taken
together, these experiences cause Jews to feel like their opinions are unimportant and
their experiences are invalidated (Rubin, 2019).
To cope with these feelings, members of the Jewish community have taken
measures to feel more included (Alper & Olsen, 2011). One method of coping comes
from finding solace in the larger community and surrounding oneself with other Jewish
7

people (Altman, Inman, Fine, Ritter & Howard, 2011). This concept is reinforced by the
fact that Jews feel less isolated when living in more Jewish areas and socializing with
other Jewish people (Alper & Olsen, 2011). While Jews feel less excluded among other
Jews, they also take measures to assimilate, including practicing their rituals only in the
privacy of their own home, as to not draw attention from other populations (Alper &
Olsen, 2011).
The current piece focuses on understanding how Jews experience and cope with
anti-Semitism, contributing to a growing body of research on contemporary antiSemitism in the Trump era. Researchers have indicated that much of the current research
on anti-Semitism focuses on the Holocaust rather than contemporary anti-Semitism,
stating, “Many multiculturalists only recall Jewish persecution as occurring during the
Holocaust” (Rubin, 2019). The current study aims to fill this gap. In the following section
I outline the research methodology.
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METHODS
Participants
Data used in this article come from in-depth ethnographic interviews with
members of a Jewish community in a small rural town in northern New England. The
participants (n=16) self-reported having experienced anti-Semitic experiences in their
community. Participants described verbal and physical forms of anti-Semitism, the
lasting effects of these experiences, and their coping mechanisms. Participants identified
forms of exclusion, overt anti-Semitism (e.g., name calling, slurs), and covert perceived
anti-Semitism (e.g., getting removed from a position). Pseudonyms have been used to
protect participant identities.
The participants’ town had once been home to a thriving Jewish community,
likely as a result of Jewish peddlers traveling from nearby larger cities (Stevens, 2017).
However, as members of the community began moving away over time, the state’s
Jewish population decreased to less than one percent of the state’s entire population
(Jewish Virtual Library, 2017). The county in which this study took place held a
population of 153,932 at the time of the 2010 Census. (U.S. Census, 2010). However, the
population of those identifying as Jewish was 782, or .5 percent of the population
(ARDA, 2010). The county held three of the state’s ABC synagogues. This county also
had one mosque, 139 protestant churches, and fifteen catholic churches (ARDA, 2010).
17,238 people in this county identified as Protestant, 16,581 identified as Catholic, and
100 identified as Muslim (ARDA, 2010). Some of the congregants at the synagogue in
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this study had to travel up to 200 miles to attend synagogue, as this town was held the
closest Jewish community.
Participant recruitment began after receiving approval from the University of
Maine’s Institutional Review Board (IRB; approval number 2019-05-40). Verbal consent
was obtained from each participant and they were informed that they could withdraw
consent at any point. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling and
purposive methods (Berg, 2009). Specifically, the leadership at local synagogues
published announcements of the study in newsletters and emails. I attended synagogue
services and local other Jewish events to share information about the study. After each
interview, participants were asked to share study information with other potential
participants. The final sample (n = 16) included eight women and eight men. Participant
ages ranged from 27 to 80 years old, and the mean age was 61. Due to the nature of the
sampling methods, many of the participants shared similar socio-economic statuses; the
majority of participants identified as middle or upper-middle class.
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Interview Procedure and Data Collection
Data were collected through in-depth, ethnographic interviews. Each participant
selected the time and location of their interview, and each interview lasted about 60
minutes. The interviews consisted of open-ended questions, which enabled the
participants to share their unique stories and experiences in their own words and it
allowed participants to discuss matters that might not have been shared with other types
of methodologies (e.g., surveys) (Charmaz, 2014). Additionally, this interview strategy
allowed participants to recall other related stories and experiences and the conversational
nature of interviews provided a more comfortable environment for the participants.
The interviews started with open-ended descriptive questions in an effort to
promote a conversational approach (e.g., “Can you tell me about your background
growing up?”), which opened the conversation to more difficult questions (e.g., “Have
you ever felt that you were in danger because of your Judaism?”) by creating a
comfortable environment and providing a unique lens (Rinaldo & Guhin, 2019).
Participants were next asked to recall anti-Semitic experiences across the life course,
including how they coped with these experiences. More questions were often added as
the interviews progressed, and participants described unique situations, and the first
author asked follow-up questions accordingly.
While most participants were interviewed individually, one couple requested to be
interviewed together. This did not affect the results, as the quality of the interview
content did not decline and common codes emerged. These individuals also used each
other as resources to recall details of experiences. Interviews were conducted in the
12

participants’ homes, participants’ offices, synagogues, parks, coffee shops, and in the first
author’s apartment.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using a modified version of grounded theory (Charmaz,
2014). Grounded theory is a flexible, nonlinear methodology that allows themes and
ideas to emerge during analysis through the process of creating, comparing and
contrasting categories identified in the data (Charmaz, 2014). Although traditional
grounded theory data analysis begins toward the beginning of the interview process
(Glaser & Straus, 1967), it was in the best interest of this study to begin data analysis
after the completion of most of the interviews.
Data analysis included four stages. The first stage was an initial reading of the
transcripts to approach the data without preconceived notions of possible results,
literature, or a theoretical framework. Upon the next reading of the transcripts,
provisional codes were created to better categorize themes in the transcripts. As analysis
progressed, the codes were refined to represent broader categories within the data. Data
analysis included line-by-line coding and memo writing. Memo writing helped to connect
ideas within the data, relating them to more broad themes, as memo writing aids in
organizing concepts (Charmaz, 2014). In the second stage, it became clear that most of
the participants experienced some form of identity erasure and that they actively worked
to cope with these experiences. Once these themes emerged, the third stage began. This
stage consisted of developing clear and refined themes. The fourth step of this process
included further developing these concepts and connecting them to a broader,
13

overarching theoretical understanding. This process continued until the themes reached
theoretical saturation, which consists of data that is fully developed without the
emergence of new qualities (Charmaz, 2014). We now turn to our results.
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RESULTS

Members of the Jewish community reported and shared stories of the struggles
and fears living in a rural area as a Jewish person. This paper examines one primary
theme related to these experiences: the fear of erasure. Specifically, this paper examines
the three main ways that Jews in this rural community experience the fear of erasure: 1)
socially, through lost customs and a lack of Jewish presence; 2) politically, as this
population feels ostracized from both major political parties; and 3) physically, as the fear
of mass shootings threatens their existence. I then turn to how participants coped with
this fear of erasure.
Social Fear of Erasure
According to the participants, the social fear of erasure came from a lack of
accessibility to a large Jewish community. Because the participants lived in a rural
community, the Jewish population is relatively small when compared to metropolitan
areas. They expressed difficulty in maintaining their Jewish identities socially in a rural
community.
Participants also expressed a sense of loneliness being Jewish in a rural
community. They expressed difficulty in maintaining Jewish traditions and cultures. They
were unable to easily obtain kosher foods, which made it difficult to maintain a clear
identity amongst themselves and in the broader community. Without a large Jewish
population, resources for Jews were largely nonexistent. Many participants reported
having to travel four hours to access kosher products. For example, Jane is a 63-year-old
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widowed woman who had previously lived in a large metropolitan area. She felt left out
of the larger community because of her Judaism. She explained:
I think that being Jewish is something that is not part of [this] culture whatsoever.
The Jewish community is extremely small. For the most part, people don’t know
anything about being Jewish, having Jewish friends, understanding anything
about Judaism, or traditional values or traditions that belong to being Jewish.
Even the grocery stores don’t have products or cards or anything that reflects
Judaism whatsoever. For the most part, if I need something to celebrate a Jewish
holiday or observe a Jewish death, a Jewish birth…I have to go online to obtain
whatever it is that I need. (08/19/2019)
Similarly, Sheila, a retired lawyer, explained how living in a rural community made it
difficult to maintain a Jewish identity through generations.
It’s certainly not as fun and comfortable as sharing a culture with the other people
I’m surrounded by. I raised my children here. I have two children. I gave birth to
them here. I raised them here. Because there isn’t a large Jewish culture here,
because they’re definitely in the minority, I had to make a lot of effort to teach my
children about what it is to be Jewish. (09/17/2019)
Many participants explained the difficulties with celebrating Jewish holidays, as most
people in the area were unfamiliar with the Jewish holidays. Participants had to
constantly advocate on behalf of their children for permission to take time off from
school. Many expressed frustrations with events repeatedly being scheduled during major
Jewish holidays. Jane started her first job since moving to the community; her boss
refused to grant her time off for the High Holy Days.
At my work, as long as you ask for dates off a month in advance – whether it’s for
doctor’s appointments or family obligation – there’s usually never any reason
you’re denied those days off. This past year, which was even more important to
me than other years because my husband had just passed away, I wanted to be
with my daughter in shul during the High Holy Days. This was the first year in
my life that I was denied those dates. (08/19/2019)
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Some participants could not fully live a Jewish life because of the lack of a Jewish
presence. Alan, a 27-year-old student, contemplated leaving the area in favor of a more
populated area with more diversity. Alan did not feel that he had enough of a community
to fully practice life as a Jew. Thus, he believed he lost his Jewish identity in his social
life.
I feel like I want to be a lot more religious...I feel like somebody could get more
religious on their own, but I feel like there’s this thing holding me back…It’s just
more fun when you’re not doing it alone and there’s a sense of accountability
when you meet once a week or have a lot of friends that go to Shabbos. You never
want to miss it because they’re there, and everybody that I interact with in the
Jewish community, for the most part, are a lot older, and the younger folks that I
interact with are usually not anywhere near the level of participation, I guess, that
I’m at within the Jewish community. It can be frustrating, and I’ve thought about
leaving the area to go to a larger Jewish community. (09/26/2019)
Alan also expressed his frustration with the lack of familiarity with Jewish life amongst
the larger community as a whole.
Almost every single person – outside of the Jewish circle around here – says that
they have never met another Jew. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a Jew!” or “I don’t
think I’ve ever met one in real life!” I get that all the time. (09/26/2019)
Many participants felt that, in their rural community, their Judaism was not perceived as
part of their identity. They compared their experiences to people in other cities with a
larger Jewish presence, in which many of them had lived, explaining that in areas with
larger Jewish populations, this was integral to their own identities and to the way people
saw them. Wayne, prior to moving to rural New England, had lived in larger and more
diverse cities. Wayne contrasted his experiences:
To be an observant, invisible Jew [here] is to be in the fishbowl…the weird thing
is that it’s very much based on one’s dress. If I go into synagogue with my kippah
on, I am treated one way. I think it’s because they see that you’re different. If
you’re not dressed a certain way, they’re not looking to see if you’re Jewish or
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not. They don’t…so if I were to go in without a kippah, they would just see a
regular person. My experiences in [bigger cities] were that it didn’t matter as
much. You were a Jew all the time. No matter how you dressed. No matter how
you conducted yourself. (10/10/2019)
Some participants felt the lack of familiarity with Judaism manifested into anti-Semitic
discrimination. Greg was demoted from his professional position, and he believed that it
was because of his personality. He felt his personality inherently part of his Jewish
ethnicity. Greg explained:
You know, it was all these total WASPs. They were all white Protestant men. I
just felt…the discomfort came down to my style. The way my family was…we
were always arguing around the dinner table. We would raise our voices and I’d
find a lot of Jews are kind of loud. We are very passionate. That’s who I am. I
don’t think that’s a very comfortable thing for people who are not familiar with
Jews. (10/21/2019)
As this was subtle, Greg did not feel that he could clearly define these actions as antiSemitic, but he felt that they inherently were. He said, “The only thing that makes sense
to me is that this is anti-Semitism going on.” Of his ability to address the perceived antiSemitism, Greg said, “I have no way to affirm it.”
The lack of exposure to Jewish life and lack of available resources for the
participants made it difficult to maintain their Jewish identity. Because there was limited
accessibility to resources, many participants reported they did not maintain the strong
identity that they might have had at one point in their lives. Some participants further
explained that the way they practiced Judaism changed how others saw them. For
example, Marci, a 54-year-old volunteer organizer, said, “They don’t know much about
Judaism or the Jewish people. So if you tell them you don’t keep kosher, then they think
you’re not really Jewish.” (11/11/2019)
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Political Fear of Erasure
Many participants expressed concern for their wellbeing with respect to
contemporary politics. Participants were asked if they perceived anti-Semitism in the
political realm. Every participant said that they perceived anti-Semitism from the Trump
administration. Many participants further explained that they perceived anti-Semitism
from both the Republican party and the Democratic party. From the Republican party,
they identified alt-right beliefs, but also a philo-Semitic phenomenon, or a favorable
disposition to the Jewish people. Many participants felt the philo-Semitism was feigned
or for political gain. Participants indicated that this philo-Semitism was often based on
inherently anti-Semitic principles. For example, those who expressed philo-Semitism felt
this way because they perceived Jews as wealthy or successful. Sheila, among others, felt
that the Trump administration perpetuated anti-Semitism.
I think we have national administration that is overtly white supremacist. It is
anti-Semitic even though the president’s son in law is Jewish. In spite of that, I
think that there was anti-Semitism used in the president’s campaign and the fact
that there’s a lot of anti-minority talk and action is very dangerous for all of us,
including the Jews. (09/17/2019)
Similarly, Brad, an 80-year-old retired professor, felt that the current administration
created an intolerant environment for Jews. When asked if he perceived anti-Semitism in
politics, he said:
Oh God, yes. I think we’re in a terrible situation right now. I really do. I’m
horrified by what’s been going on. It’s not just anti-Semitism. It’s anti-everything
that isn’t you. Yeah. It’s kind of a mess. But I’m hoping it’s passing. I do think
there’s anti-Semitism. You see these rallies. You don’t have to look very hard to
see it. My inclination is that they’re stupid. Well they are stupid. But the Nazis
were stupid, too. You know. It’s the same people. It’s the same mentality. These
people…I watch these rallies, and I hear Trump speaking. And I’ve listened to the
speeches of Adolf Hitler. I speak German, so I understand what he’s saying. It’s
19

the same damn thing. It’s no different than what Trump says. So it scares me,
actually. Yeah, I’m worried. (09/04/2019)

Another perception of the Republican party came in the form of philo-Semitism,
defined as expression of favorability toward Jews. Those who mentioned this
phenomenon explained that philo-Semitism further separated the Jewish people, and did
little to actually support them. Participants felt that the overstated love of the Jewish
people actually misrepresented their values and separated them from the majority of the
population, identifying them as the other. Wayne, for example, felt that philo-Semitism
engendered the same effects as anti-Semitism.
We are in an extremely dangerous situation. There’s a strong philo-Semitic
contingent in the Republican party. Their philo-Semitism is based on their
construction and their vision of what the Jewish people are. Philo-Semitism can
give way to anti-Semitism very quickly. Historically, we were protected by the
Christians right up until they realized we were not who they believed we were.
They thought we were figures from the Old Testament, and that we were like,
colleagues with Jesus, and that we were preserving their scripture. When they
found out we had our own scripture, or our own lives, that’s when we were really
driven out of Europe. And that’s when the anti-Semitism takes off. At this
moment, you have a left which is becoming more comfortable with being openly
anti-Semitic, particularly in regards to identifying Jews as being dual loyalists
because of Israel. On the right, you have philo-Semites who are now comfortable
criticizing Jews for being insufficiently dual loyalists. The President said we were
disloyal for voting for the other party. Things can turn very quickly. Things are
dangerous. You know, it’s just like being in a country that’s politically unstable,
which I believe this country is. It’s a dangerous time to be a Jew. (09/04/2019)
Wayne felt that his political identity had been lost, as he felt that both sides of the
political spectrum were exhibiting anti-Semitic behaviors. He also expressed fear for the
Jewish people and their wellbeing with respect to politics. This notation was shared
amongst all participants. They conveyed feelings of rejection and exile from where they
once belonged politically, as anti-Semitism became more common rhetoric. On this
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matter, Ryan said, “I left the Democratic party five years ago because of the antiZionism. I left the Republican party recently because of the anti-Semitism.” Jamie also
experienced this political loss of identity. Jamie had worked with immigrant populations
and had been a lifelong advocate for minority and human rights, but suddenly felt as if
she was not welcome.
I’ve always considered myself part of the progressive left. My whole career has
been based on advocating for homeless people or for anyone who is in any way
oppressed. So I’ve always considered myself part of that. So all of a sudden, I was
like, “Oh, I guess I’m not there anymore either!” I think it has to do with people
being zealots about the polarization that’s occurring in our nation. (09/08/2019)
Participants felt that the perception of Jews was affected by the Democratic party’s stance
on Israeli politics. Many participants were critical of Israeli politics despite their devotion
to the state. They believed the Democratic party mistook Israeli politics and Judaism as
being synonymous. Some also expressed that the Republican party’s defense of Israel
actually harmed Jews, as many Jews are critical of Israel’s politics.
Another common theme with respect to perceived anti-Semitism from the
Democratic party pertained to a sense of competition among minorities. Many
participants felt that Jews were no longer prioritized or considered in minority issues.
Jamie attempted to volunteer with the local women’s march, but felt uncomfortable doing
so because of their affiliation to Louis Farrakhan, who had been criticized for making
overtly anti-Semitic remarks. Jamie asked the local Women’s March to publicly state
their disapproval of this message, but her request was met with anger.
They told me that Louis Farrakhan had done a lot of good for the African
American community. They see it as a way to be supportive of people of color. I
think it’s absurd. I think there are plenty of wonderful examples of leadership in
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the African American community who don’t refer to Jews as termites.
(09/08/2019)
She believed the concerns of the Jewish community were not being considered.
She said, “That told me that [they] were completely dismissive of the concern of Jews if
in any way conflicts with what they believe to be their social justice sensibility regarding
people of color.” She also expressed concern that, despite increased violence against
Jews, activists have ignored the needs of Jews. She felt minority oppression should not be
a competition, but that the groups should work together to combat hatred as a whole by
including the voices of all disenfranchised and minority groups.
The idea that Jewish concerns were dismissed was shared by many participants.
Ryan, a 43-year-old accountant, also commented on this issue, also referencing the local
women’s march.
I think the erasure of Jews from this kind of stuff has been a problem. You know,
they were diminishing the concerns of Jewish women that didn’t feel like good
stereotypes were being presented about Jews with the Black Lives Matter
component. But then there’s this recent inclusivity factor. They mentioned
Charlottesville without mentioning Jews or the fact that people were yelling,
“Jews will not replace us!” In the list of aggrieved groups, they had everybody but
us. I understand that we are kind of half in and half out in the whole privilege
equation, but this exclusion of Jews was anti-Semitic. Our Rabbi is very involved;
[the other Rabbis in the community] are very involved with a lot of these
organizations. So to not include us feels deliberate. That’s what I see on the left.
And it’s actually kind of harder to fight. The ignorance prevails on the right, and I
see that with the commentary. But on the left, they’re all so educated about it. It’s
more difficult to argue with someone if they’re educated in their anti-Semitism
rather than just somebody who is being ignorant. (09/13/2019)
This furthered the idea that Jews had lost their place in the political realm, and
contributed to their existence as a whole in the community. Their explanations of these
situations were depicted with worry, discomfort, and tears. The idea that their voices
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were disappearing into an abyss engendered fear and sadness. On this issue, Alan said, “I
think there’s a feeling that we are losing our voice. If we haven’t lost it yet…we might in
the future. I’m worried about that.” Political affiliation was integral to their identities:
they had served in public office or had been lifelong volunteers, and now perceived
hatred from the very organizations they identified with so strongly. They described
political erasure as their lives losing meaning as they did not feel that they fit in any
party. More importantly, they did not feel safe amongst those with whom they had
believed they had known.
Physical Fear of Erasure
Another source of the erasure of Jews was on a more tangible level. Many of the
participants were afraid that Jews would not physically exist in the future, which came
from the rising social tensions and various anti-Semitic shootings. Despite most of the
major shootings occurring in more metropolitan communities, many participants had
family in the victimized areas. Even those who did not have biological family in those
areas felt a deep connection to the horrific events and they felt that it was an attack on
their own people. This caused them to feel as if these attacks were not just far from home,
but as if they could actually occur within their own communities. The frequency and
reality of the attacks brought about feelings of sadness, but also feelings of fear for their
own community and for the Jewish people as a whole. Brooke, a 78-year-old caregiver,
feared an anti-Semitic attack in her own community, a fear that affected her day-to-day
life. When asked about her feelings regarding the recent shootings, Brooke said:
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With many others, I’m one of the people opening and closing the door to let
people into the synagogue. We now have a very strong protocol about how to
protect the synagogue. I think about it all the time. It’s not about if it’s going to
happen, it’s when. We must be prepared. It’s not just here, it’s all over.
(11/09/2019)

Brooke was not the only participant who felt fear of physical erasure. Many other
participants made changes to their daily routines in order to protect themselves from
danger. Rachel, for example, felt that she was a target and that she had to take extra
precautions to ensure her safety.
I used to feel like I could talk on the phone and dilly dally around. I don’t do that
anymore. If I want to talk on the phone, I go into a building, and I talk on the
phone. I would be a foolish person to not agree that we have to lock up everything
and be more careful. God forbid something was to happen to the people
here…you can’t be safe anywhere. (11/18/2019)
When talking to the participants about this issue, many of them became emotional. Many
of them had family members who were directly affected by the attacks. Even though not
all of the participants believed that they were directly in danger in a smaller community,
most of them agreed that the presence of the danger did, in fact, result in fear. The more
that the threat of danger became a reality on a global scale, the more the participants
began to consider the risk of attending services or engaging in practices that identified
them as Jewish. Jane explained how this feeling made it harder for her to attend services.
I think that when there’s a large grouping of Jewish people, it’s dangerous. So
when I’m in Temple, and I know there are a lot of us in Temple, it does create
anxiety. Somebody can be on the outside that knows we’re in synagogue. Even if
it’s just one person. That creates a lot of angst. I don’t find that I can totally
concentrate on why I’m there. I wonder how many people know that I – that we,
the Jews – are in shul. All it takes is one. (08/19/2019)
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In contrast, some participants did not feel the direct threat themselves. A few of
them felt the community was small enough that they did not have to worry. Some of them
downplayed the threat, which is identified as a coping mechanism discussed later. No
matter how each individual felt, however, they recognized a sense of urgency within the
community as a whole. Of the direct threat in the community, Marci said, “I don’t think
anything is going to happen [here]. I mean, every once in a while, someone will paint a
swastika. It’s just stupid children, basically. They don’t understand the meaning.” With
respect to the fear in the community, however, Marci said:
We had to change the protocols at the synagogue because of it. Many, many
people felt frightened. We were going to put up a new sign at the synagogue to
tell people when our services were. People said that we could not put up the signs,
because they didn’t want outsiders to know when our services were. We have to
lock the door. We had to hire security. I mean, most places you go now, you don’t
get into a synagogue unless you’ve called ahead, made a reservation and there’s
an armed guard who asks you and checks you off the list. (11/11/2019)
The community implemented precautionary measures, making the Jewish
community less accessible. Some participants expressed displeasure with the recent
changes, although they all agreed the changes were necessary. For example, some
participants were saddened that the front doors to one of the synagogues were locked
because they enjoyed entering through the main doors. They felt that this enhanced their
experience in the synagogue, but the synagogue asked that all congregants enter through
a side door to minimize potential threats. Some people also felt that the changes
discouraged membership among Jewish families in the area. They were immediately
asked their purpose for being there whenever an unfamiliar face appeared at the
synagogue. This was for protection, but it made it difficult for Jews in the area to get
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involved with the synagogue, which angered some participants. Again, they recognized
the force of circumstance, but were disturbed by the societal factors that caused this
necessity.
A second feature of this theme came from the lack of practicing Jews in the area.
Because of the reasons discussed earlier in this paper, many Jews in the area felt that
practicing without available resources and with the fear of danger was too difficult. This
caused assimilation, which in turn, decreased the number of those who identified as
Jewish. It became easier to not observe Jewish traditions and identify as Jewish than it
was to deliberately involve oneself in Jewish activity. Brad felt that the lack of
participation would cause the Jewish people to ultimately become wiped out.
My worry about American Jewry is that they’ve got to join synagogues and
they’ve got to participate. Otherwise we’ll die out. I mean…after the six million
that died in the Holocaust, we’re just so small! How do you survive? A lot of
Jews are intermarrying and disappearing. They need to participate and build a
community. (09/04/219)
A lot of these problems seemed paradoxical. The lack of participation caused the
Jewish identity to assimilate into American culture and become less distinct, yet the
disadvantages of active participation were heavy. In a rural community, there were few
resources for Jews to live an involved lifestyle. Additionally, the political persecution
was growing, as was the fear for physical wellbeing within Jewish communities. Clearly
identifying oneself as Jewish made them a target, but the message from participants was
that it was more important than ever to proudly hold this identity.
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Coping Mechanisms
In an effort to combat the feelings of erasure, many participants worked to build a
stronger sense of the community. Some participants recently began attending synagogue
services more regularly, some began surrounding themselves with more Jewish friends,
and others simply were more proud of their Jewish identity. Since the world around them
caused them to feel as if their identity was in jeopardy, they became more adamant about
having a place in the Jewish community. This made them feel as if they were not alone in
times of instability. Some participants explained that their community was what truly
enabled them to feel their Jewish identity. Alan had recently become more in touch with
his Jewish identity, growing more involved with the community.
The more I hear about these shootings, the more I want to stand up for Judaism,
the more I want to show that I’m Jewish, which seems contrarian to me. But I just
feel like it’s part of the unity that the community needs. I feel like going into a
hold doesn’t really help the community, so it gives me a reason to be more
supportive and more proud of being a Jew. (09/26/2019)
While some participants felt that they needed to stand up against anti-Semitism,
many of them felt that embracing the stereotypes or avoiding conflict was a better route
to take. For some of the participants, this meant embracing anti-Semitism through
Gallows’ humor or an attempt to take control of the threat. Some participants embraced
the anti-Semitism by taking possession of the stereotypes. They told anti-Semitic jokes as
an attempt to reclaim the language.
Alan, for example, used humor to embrace and reclaim the stereotypes. For Jews
who are scared of social, political, and physical erasure, reminding people that Jews still
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have a place in society is important, even if this is through repossession of the
stereotypes. Alan felt that humor was his way of protecting himself from anti-Semitism.
I’ve always played it off. Maybe I play off with humor because that’s a
subconscious or automatic response internally. I’ve never really had to say to
anybody, like, don’t say that. I’ve never had to say that. But I kind of have always
fed into it. People say, “Oh, you want to hear a good Jew joke?” I’ll even tell
them a joke back. That’s just kind of been my way of…I want to say like, fight or
flight…but…It’s just kind of a way of responding. It’s almost like deescalating. I
don’t know why I do it. Maybe it’s subconscious. Like, if I tell a joke, there’s no
threat there. (09/26/2019)
Because of the forms of erasure mentioned earlier in this paper, many Jews felt
isolated. When people use anti-Semitic rhetoric, this casts the Jews into a group that is
inherently considered the other. By embracing the moment, avoiding conflict, and using
humor to take repossession of stereotypes, those Jewish people who employ this method
feel as if they are part of the in-group instead of the out-group. When groups of people
make jokes, having the ability to make a joke back causes one to feel included in a
situation where he or she would typically be the object of the humor. Being able to
repossess stereotypes and rhetoric enables the person to feel more in control of the
situation. Because of the feelings of erasure, they feel as if they do not have control, so
coping through embracing proves helpful for these individuals.
Most of the participants coped with the situations at hand by minimizing the
importance. Some participants would describe traumatic experiences in which people
often became violent with them because of their Judaism, and then would immediately
downplay the severity.
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A recurring theme within the minimization of anti-Semitism was to downplay the
intelligence of the perpetrator. Many participants would say that the offenders were not
harmful because they did not know what their actions meant. Brad explained a time when
swastikas were painted on a synagogue, and he said, “They were just stupid, stupid kids. I
think they even made the swastikas backwards.” Minimizing the threat enabled
participants to feel safer and more secure in their identities, as if the threat were less real.
Of derogatory comments made to him, Brad said, “They don’t even know what it means.
They don’t even know what they are thinking.”
Again, this allowed the participants to feel that the threat was less purposeful, and
therefore less severe. Many participants had come to accept anti-Semitism and had
internalized it, believing there was no choice. With regard to experiencing anti-Semitism
and being called derogatory remarks, Brad said, “That’s just inevitable when you’re a
minority.” Many of the participants had become so accustomed to this way of life that
they did not see any other option.
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DISCUSSION

This paper identified three ways Jews express feelings of erasure: 1) socially;
through their rituals and culture, 2) physically; due to rising levels of hate crimes and
perceived anti-Semitic threats, and 3) politically; due to perceived anti-Semitism on both
the right and the left. First, participants expressed difficulty maintaining a Jewish identity
in a rural area with little access to Jewish resources. They found that obtaining time off
for Jewish holidays was challenging, and there was little exposure to Jewish culture
within the non-Jewish community. Second, many participants perceived physical danger
because of their Judaism. Participants took more precautionary measures than they had
before, including refraining from walking alone at night and having strict security
measures at their synagogues. Third, participants heard anti-Semitic rhetoric from both
the political right and the political left. On the right, they perceived alt-right values,
which they deemed anti-Semitic. On the left, they expressed a lack of inclusion in
minority conversations. Additionally, participants sensed strong anti-Zionist beliefs from
the left transformed into anti-Semitic beliefs by associating Zionism with Jews on a broad
scale.
These findings contribute to the growing body of research on anti-Semitism, but
also fill a gap with respect to the contemporary Jewish experience. Much of the existing
research on anti-Semitism focuses on the Holocaust (Daniel, 2019). Additionally, much
of the existing research on minority oppression ignores the Jewish experience (Rubin,
2019). This study makes an important contribution to the literature by focusing on the
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contemporary anti-Semitic and Jewish experience. The results of this study can be used to
recommend treatment implications with respect to reversing the feelings of erasure,
particularly as it pertains to coping.
This study found that Jews coped with their experiences in three different ways:
1) strengthening their bonds within the Jewish community, 2) embracing stereotypes
through Gallows humor, and 3) minimizing their experiences with anti-Semitism. First,
since many of the participants felt isolated, they reinforced their affiliation with the
Jewish community. For some participants, this meant surrounding themselves with more
Jews in secular ways. For others, this meant attending synagogue services or continuing
rituals in their own homes. Second, many participants embraced the anti-Semitic
stereotypes by making jokes. For many of these participants, making their own jokes put
them in control of the situation, helping them to feel less threatened. Third, participants
minimized the extent of anti-Semitism. Minimizing their anti-Semitic experiences
allowed them to be less afraid.
These coping mechanisms can be used to help understand the requirements for
treatment. Participants in the current study found ways to feel less ostracized in the larger
community. For some, this meant strengthening their individual bonds within the Jewish
community. For others, this meant minimizing the problem as to downplay its existence.
With respect to all coping mechanisms listed above, there is a need for change. In order
to ameliorate the conditions of the Jewish experience, there should be inclusion of Jews
in diversity and multicultural education (DME) and further education surrounding antiSemitism.
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To include Jews in diversity conversations, certain structures must shift, which
includes allowing Jews to speak for themselves. As Schraub (2019) indicated,
contemporary conversations surrounding anti-Semitism are not led by Jews. Additionally,
these conversations can ask Jews specific questions to check in on them. Research has
indicated that simple check-ins communicate allyship (Daniel, 2019). These check-ins
include specifically mentioning anti-Semitism in the wake of anti-Semitic attacks such as
the Unite the Right Rally in Charlottesville. By ensuring that the rhetoric does not
exclude Jews from the conversation, not only will the Jewish community’s feelings of
erasure be eased, but Jews might be in a better position to talk about their experiences.
This helps to build the existing knowledge of ideological hate.
With respect to education, it is generally beneficial and more enriching to have an
understanding of others’ cultures. In learning about cultures other than one’s own, the
Jewish community might feel more accepted. This is consistent with research indicating
that a majority population’s knowledge of Jewish culture can affect the ability to
maintain a Jewish identity (Altman, Inman, Fine, Ritter, & Howard, 2011). Additionally,
as previously mentioned, statistics indicate a rise in anti-Semitic hate crimes and violent
acts (ADL, 2018; FBI, 2018). By studying these statistics, it is easy to recognize that antiSemitism is a growing problem and should be addressed as such. The study of this
phenomenon would contribute to the validation of Jewish concerns, therefore reducing
their feelings of erasure. Relatedly, understanding that Zionism is not applicable to all
Jews broadly would help to reduce perceived anti-Semitism from the left, helping to
reduce political feelings of erasure.
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Limitations and Future Research
Qualitative studies carry inherent limitations. It is important to note the findings
of the sample size used cannot be generalized to larger populations (Mahoney, 2007).
However, the purpose of this study is not to make generalizations about a population, but
to understand the struggles, experiences, and feelings of members of a Jewish community
in contemporary society. This study does not seek to make broad generalizations about a
large group in society, but instead focuses on understanding the experience of one
subgroup. Relatedly, because of the purposive and snowball sampling methods used, the
participants were largely from middle and upper middle class backgrounds. Individuals
from different socio-economic backgrounds might have different experiences. Therefore,
the treatments suggested in this study might not be appropriate for individuals from
different backgrounds. As the population being interviewed is very specific, these results
would not be able to be obtained without the employment of these methods, making the
methods integral to the results of the study.
Conclusion
This study focused on how Jews in a rural community experience Judaism and
anti-Semitism. I focused one major theme of feelings of erasure, which carried three subthemes: 1) socially; through their rituals and culture, 2) physically; due to rising levels of
hate crimes and perceived anti-Semitic threats, and 3) politically; due to perceived antiSemitism on both the right and the left. Participants coped with their experiences in three
different ways: 1) strengthening their bonds within the Jewish community, 2) minimizing
their experiences with anti-Semitism, and 3) embracing stereotypes through Gallows
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humor. In summary, these findings indicated a need for education and inclusion. I
recommend educators focus on taking measures to specifically include Jews in
conversations about diversity and minority education (DME) and promoting education
about multiculturalism.
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AUTHOR’S BIOGRAPHY
Jessica M. Sweeney was born in San Diego, California on October 2, 1997. Upon
moving to Maine, she attended John Bapst Memorial High School in Bangor. After her
father passed away in 2016, she founded the John W. Sweeney grant through St. Joseph’s
Hospital. At the University of Maine, Jessica majored in sociology, in which she
concentrated in crime, law, and justice and minored in legal studies. Jessica is a member
of Phi Beta Kappa, Alpha Phi Delta Nu, Alpha Kappa Delta, the University of Maine
Hillel, and is the president of the University of Maine Pre-Law Society. She was
recognized as the 2020 Outstanding Graduate in Sociology, has received four thesis
fellowships, and was selected in national competition to present at the 2019 American
Sociological Association’s Annual Meeting in New York City.
Upon graduation, Jessica will attend the University of Maryland Francis King
Carey School of Law. Jessica hopes to continue a life dedicated to public service.
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